Abstract: Four focus groups comprising 29 students recruited from four schools were conducted to understand the views of students participating in the Tier 1 Program of the P.A.T.H.S. Project. General qualitative data analyses utilizing intra-rater and inter-rater reliability techniques were carried out. Results showed that a majority of the participants described the program positively and positive metaphors were used to represent the program. The program participants stated beneficial effects of the program in several aspects of adolescent lives. Although negative comments were indentified in the responses of the participants, the program was in general perceived as beneficial. In conjunction with the previous research findings, the present study provides further support for the effectiveness of the Tier 1 Program of Project P.A.T.H.S. in promoting holistic development in Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong.
INTRODUCTION
To promote holistic development in Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong, the Project P.A.T.H.S. (Positive Adolescent Training through Holistic Social Programs) was initiated by the Hong Kong Jockey Club Charities Trust with an initial earmarked grant of HK$400 million and carried out by five universities in Hong Kong (1) , with The Hong Kong Polytechnic University as the lead institution. In view of the positive outcomes of the project, an additional HKS350 million was earmarked for the extension phase. This project has two tiers of programs (Tier 1 and Tier 2 Programs) (2) . The Tier 1 Program is a universal positive youth development program, where students in Secondary 1 to Secondary 3 participate in the program, normally with 20 hours of training in the school year at each grade. Because research findings suggest that roughly one-fifth of adolescents would need deeper help, a Tier 2 Program is generally provided for at least one-fifth of the students who have greater psychosocial needs at each grade (i.e., selective program).
Evaluation is an important component in positive youth development programs.
Obviously, to enable researchers to claim that the Tier 1 Program of the project is effective so that teachers and social workers are motivated to teach the program, research evidence is needed. Furthermore, evaluation is important as the related findings can tell whether the program should be continued in future. Based on the principle of triangulation, different evaluation strategies were used in the project, and the findings were generally positive in nature.
The original phase of the project P.A.T.H.S. included the Experimental Implementation Phase and Full Implementation Phase. For the Experimental Implementation Phase (2005/06 to 2007/08 academic year), 52 secondary schools participated in the project with the objectives of accumulating experience in program implementation and familiarizing frontline workers with the program design and philosophy. In the 2007/08 school year, those students who joined the Experimental Implementation Phase were at their Secondary Three level (i.e. Grade 9 in North American system). Research findings based on subjective outcome evaluation, process evaluation and interim evaluation show that the program has positive program effect. This paper aims to present the qualitative findings based on focus group interviews with students participating in the Tier 1 Program for the Experimental Implementation Phase (Secondary 3 Level) in the 2007/08 school year.
Focus groups is "a qualitative method for gathering data, focus groups bring together several participants to discuss a topic of mutual interest to themselves and the researcher" (3) . It is a widely accepted data collection method in qualitative research (4) (5) (6) . It is used in various evaluation studies of the project P.A.T.H.S, including the evaluations with student participants (7) (8) (9) and the evaluations with program implementers (10) (11) (12) . Although qualitative focus group findings based on students were conducted in different phases of the project (7) (8) (9) , it is worthwhile to collect qualitative data based on student focus groups in their S3 Level for the Experimental Implementation Phase to examine the generalizability of the findings.
At least two widely recognized advantages of focus group method are noted by a wide range of researchers. First, focus group members can have a sort of "synergy" or "common language" to describe similar experiences, producing data and insights that would be less accessible in questionnaires or individual interviews (3, 13) . In case of evaluating a training program, students would have some common experiences and languages that might help them enrich their retrospections and sharing. Second, focus groups provide an opportunity to explore complex feelings and topics in a relatively short period of time (14, 15) . In case of evaluating a training program, there could be complicated opinions or insights that the participants do not feel easy to express using simple questionnaires.
Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that using focus groups as an evaluation strategy has limitations. For example, inadequate skills of the moderator might affect the quality of the data collected. Moreover, the findings from focus group method do not scientifically represent the entire population and there could be conformity or censoring (16, 17) .
In the focus groups, evaluators commonly ask program participants to use metaphors to describe the program effects and teachers commonly invite participants to use metaphorical expressions to represent their learning experiences. A metaphor is "a way of describing something by comparing it with something else which has some of the same qualities" (18) . For example, if we want to say that someone is very brave, we might say that they have a lion-heart. Ricoeur (19) stated that "metaphor constitutes a displacement and an extension of the meaning of words; its explanation is grounded in a theory of substitution". Patton (20) noted that metaphors function as a creative strategy enabling researchers to interpret data and present findings (20) . The use of metaphors is increasingly common in qualitative research (21) (22) (23) (24) (25) (26) . In general, metaphors or metaphoric expressions noted by research respondents can be used as research data. Metaphors allow participants make use of their imaginative space, enabling them to work out a less rigid and yet articulated account of their experiences. For example, Hale et al. (24) researched into children's perceptions of interpersonal conflicts. Metaphors such as "dirty look", "explosion", and "betrayal" were used by the children to address interpersonal conflicts. These metaphors provide the researchers with a window to understanding children's experience in those conflicts. Henri and Hay (27) asked respondents to finish the phrase "a teacherlibrarian is like a . . . " and explained what they wrote. The researchers identified the metaphors and explored the understandings the librarian respondents brought to their jobs. Moss et al (28) examined care giving staffs social construction of the meaning of their relationship with dying and deceased residents. Staff members spoke of familylike thoughts and behaviors towards longterm residents, revealing the way in which the meanings of resident deaths and family deaths were interrelated.
Metaphors can be used as conceptual tools enabling researchers to make sense of the data and provoke new understandings. For example, Aita et al (21) analyzed the office practice strategies for delivering cancer prevention services. During the analysis process, the researchers paid attention to the metaphors that they used in their own descriptive language. The authors saw that metaphors help clarify unwritten assumptions that shape practice behaviors. Kochis and Gillespie (29) regarded metaphors as researchers' conceptual devices. They re-analyzed transcripts of college student discussions of problematic situations and eventually classified the data using three conceptual metaphors (life is a journey, the problem is a barrier/maze, and the self is divided).
In response to the common problems intrinsic to qualitative studies, Shek, Tang and Han (30) suggested that 12 principles should be upheld in a qualitative evaluation study. These include an explicit statement of the philosophical base of the study (Principle 1), discussion of biases and preoccupations of the researchers (Principle 4), inclusion of explanations for negative evidence (Principle 11), and a clear statement of the limitations of the study (Principle 12). In this qualitative evaluation study, all the 12 above principles were upheld as far as possible.
However, several issues are worth noting in this focus group-based evaluation study. First, the evaluation study is about the quality of the data from focus groups. As noted earlier in this introduction, the skills of the focus group moderator might affect the quality of the data and the findings from focus group method might not scientifically represent the entire population. However, we see that other evaluation means adopted by Project P.A.T.H.S. can help complement the observations from the focus groups, presenting a comprehensive picture of the results of the program.
Second, there can be potential "misuse" of metaphors in qualitative research analysis (31). For example, researchers may impose their own interpretation on the metaphors, overvalue the significance of particular metaphors and even misinterpret some cultural metaphors. Despite these potential limitations, we see that students' metaphors could provide us with useful data that could not be easily found from straightforward questions and answers. In addition, besides referring to the literal meaning of the metaphors, students were invited to explicate and elaborate the meanings of the metaphors they noted.
Third, the study should address the potential bias of the researchers in an evaluation research. As program developers, the authors might have the bias that the implemented program was good and was beneficial to the students. In addition, the researchers may have the tendency to look at positive evidence rather than negative evidence. Thus, it is important to discuss how such biases were addressed in this study (30) . Several safeguards against the subtle influence of such ideological biases and preoccupations were included in the process of the study. First, the researchers were conscious of the existence of ideological preoccupation (e.g., positive youth development programs are beneficial to adolescents), and the data collection and data analyses procedures were carried out in a disciplined manner (Principle 5). Second, although the analyses and interpretations were carried out mainly by the first author with the assistance of the research assistants, inter-rater reliability and intrarater reliability checks on the coding were carried out without the involvement of the first author (Principle 6). Third, multiple researchers and research assistants were involved in the data collection and analyses processes (Principle 7). Finally, the first author was consciousness of the importance and development of audit trails (Principle 9). The tapes, transcriptions, and steps involved in the development of coding system and interpretations were properly documented and systematically organized. In the sampling process, we invited four randomly selected schools joining the full program to participate in the focus group interviews. As one school rejected to join the focus group interview, we immediately found a replacement school which also adopted the 20-h Full Program. As a result, students from four schools joining the full program joined the focus group interviews.
The workers randomly selected students from the four selected schools to join the focus groups. In total, 29 students participated in the focus group interviews, with the number of informant in each focus group ranged from three to ten students. As data collection and analyses in qualitative research are very labor intensive, the usual practice is that small samples are used. In the present context, the number of focus groups and student participants could be regarded as respectable. In addition, the strategy of randomly selecting informants and schools joining the Tier 1 Program could help enhance the generalizability of the findings. These arguments can satisfy Principle 2 (i.e., justifications for the number and nature of the participants of the study) proposed by Shek, Tang and Han (30) .
Two research staff jointly conducted the focus group interviews. The process of interviews was audio taped after obtaining consent from the participants. During the interviews, the participants were encouraged to verbalize their views about and perceptions of the program. With respect to Principle 3 (i.e., detailed description of the data collection procedures) suggested by Shek, Tang, and Han (30), the broad interview guide of the focus group interviews conducted is presented in table 1. The interview questions had been used in previous research (8) . In the interviews, the facilitators were conscious of the importance of adopting an open attitude to accommodate both positive and negative experiences expressed by the program participants. As the research assistants and researchers conducting the interviews either had training in social group work and/or substantial group work experience, they were conscious of the importance of encouraging the informants to express views of different nature, including both positive and negative views.
Data analysis
The content of the tape-recorded interview was fully transcribed by student helpers and checked for accuracy by a trained helper. To enhance triangulation in the coding process, three research assistants were involved in the data analyses of the narratives. Our unit of analysis was a meaningful unit instead of a statement. For example, the statement that a program was "meaningful and helpful" would be broken down into two meaningful units or attributes, namely, "meaningful" and "helpful". Furthermore, descriptions with the same meaning (e.g., "good quality" and "high quality") were grouped into the same attribute category.
The present coding system was developed after much consideration of the raw data and several preliminary analyses. After initial coding, the positive or negative nature of the codes was determined, with four possibilities ("positive", "negative", "neutral", and "undecided"). To enhance the reliability of coding of the positive or negative nature of the raw codes, we carried out intra-rater and inter-rater reliability. Because of space limit, qualitative findings on three areas are presented in this paper: a) descriptors that were used by the informants to describe the program; b) metaphors (incidents, objects, or feelings) that were used by the informants to stand for the program and c) participants' perceptions of the benefits of the program to themselves.
RESULTS
Sixty-four raw descriptors were used by the informants to describe the program, which could be further categorized into 27 categories (see table 2 ). Among these descriptors, 31 (48%) were coded as positive descriptors whereas 24 (38%) of them could be classified as negative descriptors. To examine the reliability of the coding, two research assistants who did the coding of raw data recoded 20 randomly selected raw descriptors at the end of the scoring process, and the intra-rater agreement percentages calculated on the positivity of the coding from these descriptors were 100% and 95%, respectively. Finally, these 20 randomly selected descriptors were coded by another two colleagues without knowing the original codes given, and the inter-rater agreement percentages calculated on the positivity of the coding were 95% and 90%, respectively.
Concerning the perceived benefits of the program to the program participants, 102 meaningful responses could be decoded from the raw data involving 26 attributes categorized into "Benefit obtained in 3-year learning in Project P.A.T.H.S.", general comments, benefits at familial level, interpersonal level, and personal level ( Table 5 ). The findings showed that 54 responses (53%) were coded as positive responses and 16 responses (16%) were counted as neutral responses. Reliability tests showed that the intra-rater agreement percentages calculated on the positivity of the coding from these perceived program benefits were 100% and 100%, respectively for the two research 
Comments on the Program Implementation
What are your thoughts on the degree or extent of participation of the entire class (all the students)? How do you feel about the atmosphere and discipline of the class when the program was implemented?
What are the responses of the participating students regarding the program? Total  54  16  29  3 102 assistants, whereas for another two colleagues, the inter-rater agreement percentages calculated on the positivity of the coding were 95% and 95%, respectively.
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Total responses
Twenty-six metaphors were noted by the informants to represent their comments on the program (see table 3 ). The findings showed that 14 metaphors (54%) could be regarded as positive attributes and 7 metaphors were regarded as neutral responses. Reliability tests showed that the intra-rater agreement percentages calculated on the positivity of the coding from these metaphors were 95% and 90%, respectively for the two research assistants, whereas for another two colleagues, the inter-rater agreement percentages calculated on the positivity of the coding were 90% and 85%, respectively.
As noted in the introduction section of the article, metaphor constitutes a displacement and an extension of the meaning of words, it allows informants to make use of their imaginative space to work out a less rigid and yet articulated account of their experience. Meanings are embedded in the metaphors that may help us to deeper understand participants' experience. Therefore, the metaphors were also tagged and interpreted based on their literal meanings the explications noted by the students (a metaphor may be tagged with more than one label). Several themes were identified (see table 4):
It was fun
Some students simply indicated a sense of enjoyment in the program. Among the 26 metaphors, three of them (color paper, X'Mas, Magician) generally indicated this theme, noting the fun and color of the program.
It enriched our knowledge
Among the 26 metaphors, seven of them (Apple. Ink, Computer, Tree, Stair, Track, Encyclopedia) commonly implied the significance of progress and development. This was shown in their literal meanings and in students' explications. For example, when asked about the reasons behind their choice of "Stair", a student noted that "it is because we can go step by step, each topic is a step, we have got something to learn in each stage of development". This concept of knowledge development was also obviously presented when another student explicated the meaning of "Tree", saying that "our knowledge will grow, resulting in some good fruits".
We care about how to apply
Among the 26 metaphors, 8 (Talking tactics on paper, Mirage, Teaching swimming on the ground, Cyber world, Television, Write paper, Air-conditioner, Cartoon) noted that the students had difficulties in applying the skills and knowledge in their real life contexts. However, most of the metaphors did not really mean the students did not enjoy the program, but they saw a gap between what they learned and what they experienced in their real life contexts. For example, when asked about the reasons behind their choice of "air-conditioner", the student noted that "it is just like we are now comfortably staying in an air-conditioned room, but what if we go outside? Hot weather and real difficulties are still there... they are much harder". This "disappointment" due to the difficulties of applying the knowledge in real life context was also prominently noted when another student talked about the meaning of "Mirage", saying that "it is listed that we have learned so many items, but it ends up that I do not remember anything". These comments might help inform future directions or possible follow up actions. For example, these metaphoric comments imply that the students might welcome program sessions enabling them to share practical experiences and supportive measures enabling them to apply the skills in their unique contexts.
It depends on the ways in which we interpret and apply
Among the 26 metaphors, 10 (Sun after rain, Track, Encyclopedia, Space, Tree trunk, Fruit, Book, Chocolate, Raining, Medicine) constituted a common theme implying that the students understood that the usefulness of the knowledge generated from the program depended on the ways in which they interpreted and applied what they had learned. For example, when asked about the reasons behind their choice of "Track", they explicated that "different program contents prepare us for different situations...there are something that we do not see them useful at the moment, but that they will be useful when we face the problems". Another student used "tree trunk" to denote similar meanings, seeing that "different issues and problems are the branches and we are now building up the trunk". A student talked about "book", saying that "if you get the meanings, the knowledge will become yours; if you do not read the book, it would be useless for you". Similarly, when another student used "medicine" to represent their learning experience, they noted that "different people might have different responses to the same medicine". These metaphors generally indicated the students recognized that the program was to prepare them to face diverse situations and problems via a general enhancement of a range of competencies.
DISCUSSION
With reference to the qualitative focus group findings based on the program participants, two major conclusions can be drawn from this study. First, the program was basically perceived in a positive manner from the perspective of the program participants (see tables 2 and 3). Although some students perceived the program in a negative manner (e.g., boring, senseless), this was not the dominant view and comparatively more participants perceived the program to be happy, interesting and amusing.
The findings based on the metaphors also showed that most responses were positive, although the percentage of "neutral" responses was quite substantial (see Table 3 ). As the use of metaphor might require certain creativity, it is reasonable that some of the metaphors recorded were abstract or ambiguous.
Although the percentages of positive responses in table 2 (based on the descriptors) and Table 3 (based on the metaphors) were not dramatically high, it is noteworthy that roughly eight-tenths of the participants perceived the program to be beneficial to them, with most benefits on the personal level and interpersonal levels. The above observations are generally consistent with prior research findings that participants in the Project P.A.T.H.S. had positive views on the project and there was support for the benefits of the program in promoting positive youth development (10, 12, 32, 33) . The present study, prior quantitative evaluation studies, and qualitative evaluation studies collaboratively follow through the principle of triangulation, showing that the Tier 1 Program of holistic youth development has positive effect on the program participants.
According to Shek, Tang, and Han (30) , looking at alternative explanations in the interpretations of qualitative evaluation findings (Principle 10) is important. Although there are several viable alternative explanations of the findings, they can be partially dismissed. First, although the findings can be explained in terms of demand characteristics, this explanation was not likely because the informants were encouraged to voice out their views without restriction (negative voices were in fact heard), and the workers who taught the program were not present at the time of data collection. Second, although the findings may be due to selection bias, this criticism can be dismissed because the schools and students were randomly selected. Third, although it can be argued that the favorable findings were due to ideological biases of the researchers, several safeguards (e.g., intraand inter-rater reliability, disciplined data analyses and interpretations) were used to reduce bias in the data collection and analysis process. Finally, it may be argued that the perceived benefits are due to other youth enhancement programs. However, this argument can be partially dismissed as none of the schools in this study participated in the major youth enhancement programs in Hong Kong, including the Adolescent Health Project and Understanding the Adolescent Project. In addition, participants in the focus group interviews were specifically asked about the program effects of the P.A.T.H.S. Project only.
Shek, Tang, and Han (30) pointed out that the authors should discuss the limitations of qualitative evaluation studies (Principle 12). There are several limitations of the study. First, although the number of schools and students participating in the study is respectable, it would be helpful if more schools and participants stratified according to school types (e.g., different bandings) could be recruited. Second, assuming that the schools would not find it disturbing and troublesome, it would be illuminating if regular and on-going qualitative evaluation data could be collected. Third, besides focus groups, individual interviews via in-depth individual interviews would enable the researchers to understand the inner worlds and subjective experiences of the program participants. Finally, although most of the principles proposed by Shek, Han and Tang were upheld in this study (30) 
